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Recent Criticisms of the Psi Research 


It has been a long time since any great 
amount of criticism has been leveled at 
the research findings in parapsychology. 
However, this long respite has given way 
in recent months to a number of attacks 
from various directions. These criti- 
cisms will be considered in full at the 
appropriate place and time, but a brief 
review of them may be of interest here. 
From them something is to be learned 
about the progress the research has made, 
about the nature of the opposition to 
parapsychology, and, accordingly, about 
the intellectual barriers that remain to be 
crossed. 

One of these criticisms is a_ recent 
paper on the psi research which raises 
the question of recording errors as a 
counterhypothesis for the ESP and PK 
results. The paper was read on March 
29 before the meeting of the Eastern 
Psychological Association in Atlantic 
City by Mr. Robert S. Kaufmann, a grad- 
uate student at Yale, who was sponsored 
by Dr. Fred Sheffield, a member of the 
Yale Department of Psychology. This 
paper, entitled “A Possible Methodologi- 
cal Flaw in ESP Experiments,” described 
a dice-throwing experiment which the 
authors had carried out and which they 
characterized as being patterned after ex- 
periments conducted at the Parapsychol- 
ogy Laboratory of Duke University. 

Their experiment, briefly, was as fol- 
lows: Eight subjects, four who believed 
in psi phenomena and four who did not, 
were asked to throw 96 dice at a time 
from a mechanical dice-throwing ma- 
chine. They were allowed to count their 
own hits and make their own records. 
A concealed camera of which they were 
unaware took pictures of the dice after 
each throw and furnished the means of 
rechecking the subjects’ count. The in- 


vestigators report that their results 
showed a considerable range of error 
favoring the subjects’ beliefs for or 
against PK. 

On the strength of a New York Times 
account and other reports of the meeting, 
Dr. Rhine wrote to Sheffield and Kauf- 
mann as follows: “We have actually (1) 
never based any conclusions in a major 
article from this Laboratory on the accu- 
racy of a subject’s recording and (2) the 
case for PK is based on evidence in which 
recording errors could not possibly have 
been a factor, even if the subject had 
heen doing the recording. The main 


block of the evidence of PK consists of 
three papers on quarter distributions 
(QD’s) published by Dr. Humphrey and 


myself in the Journal of Parapsychol- 
ogy. These lawful QD patterns were 
found running through the records of a 
wide variety of experiments, old and new, 
with a range of conditions and techniques 
and many experienced recorders.” 
Camera-recorded tests of PK did not 
originate with Sheffield and Kaufmann. 
Dr. Robert McConnell, a physicist at the 
University of Pittsburgh, had already 
carried out two years’ work with such 
an apparatus built by Mr. Wallace 
Scherer for the Parapsychology Labora- 
tory and lent by the Laboratory to Dr. 
McConnell for his experiment. The dice 
in this apparatus were enclosed in a 
lucite, motor-driven cage, and their faces 
were automatically recorded by camera 
at the end of each fall. One of the three 
kinds of psi results in the experiment (as 
described by Dr. Gardner Murphy in the 
April Journal of the A.S.P.R.) showed 
fluctuations in scoring which would have 
occurred by chance only once in about 
a thousand such series. They confirmed 
the systematic distribution of success 


found in earlier PK work. Other sig- 
nificant results of the McConnell experi- 
ment are awaiting publication. 

Dr. Rhine requested Dr. Sheffield and 
Mr. Kaufmann to offer their paper for 
publication in the Journal of Parapsy- 
chology, which they have agreed to do. 
He also invited them to discuss their 
views in public debate at Duke Univer- 
sity or some other appropriate place, an 
invitation which they refused. The full 
correspondence between Sheffield, Kauf- 
mann, and Rhine will be published in the 
Journal of the A.S.P.R. in July, and re- 
prints will be available on request to 
BULLETIN readers, 

Another criticism along these same 
lines comes from Mr. D. H. Raweliffe in 
his new book, The Psychology of the 
Occult (Derricke Ridgway, London, pub- 
lishers). Mr. Raweliffe’s purpose is to 
contribute to the “repulse of the ever- 
advancing tide of supernatural belief 
which present day psychical research 
keeps in motion.” He offers counterhy- 


potheses for the research findings, such al- 
ternative explanations, for example, as 
involuntary whispering, muscle-reading, 


motivated recording errors, ete. This is 
the type of criticism which was raised, 
possibly with more propriety, when the 
research was young but which was soon 
outmoded by improved techniques. Ex- 
periments carried out with screened cards, 
with mechanical recording, or with sub- 
ject and experimenter separated by dis- 
tance—these obvious answers to Mr. 
Raweliffe’s criticisms are passed over in 
his book. 

Another article that revives old criti- 
cisms raised in the early period of para- 
psychological testing is one that was pub- 
lished recently in The Linking Ring. This 
magazine is the official organ of the 
International Brotherhood of Magicians, 
and its circulation is restricted to mem- 
bers. The author of the article charges 
researchers in parapsychology with selec- 
tion of data in their experiments and 
with lack of recognition by psycholo- 
gists. Mr. Wallace Lee, nationally known 
magician and member of the Brother- 
hood, has written a reply to these charges. 


His information is based on a long ac- 
quaintance with the facts, inasmuch as 
he has been familiar with the Duke work 
in parapsychology since its inception. 

A newer line of criticism comes from 
a philosopher, Mr. A. G. N. Flew, Lec- 
turer in Moral Philosophy at King’s Col- 
lege, Aberdeen, Scotland. Mr. Flew made 
his criticism by radio over the British 
Broadcasting System in two talks which 
were later printed in BBC’s magazine, 
The Listener (Sept. 27 and Oct. 4, 1951). 

Mr. Flew does not disagree with the 
general results of the research; he ac- 
knowledges them as adequately safe- 
guarded and statistically significant. They 
are, he says, “very remarkable and rather 
disturbing.” It is the interpretation of 
the results to which he cannot agree, and 
the basis of his disagreement lies in the 
suggestion that the psi results prove any- 
thing about the mind. To say that they 
do, Mr. Flew says, is to cloud the re- 
search in “philosophical perplexity and 
metaphysical sensationalism.” He recom- 
mends dropping the idea that ESP in- 
volves perception of any kind and simply 
calling it a species of guess work. Thouch 
he disagrees with current interpretation 
he does not himself offer any. He ad- 
vises a wait-and-see attitude, with em- 
phasis on more research before making 
interpretations about the nature of psi. 
“This.” he says, “may seem a negative 
and unexciting conclusion. Negative it 
is... . But unexciting? Surely not. For, 
as Rhine says, “There is ahead of us the 
adventure of finding out.’ ” 

Finally, there is a group of critics who 
have recently censured parapsychology 
for its unorthodoxy. The occasion was 
the annual meeting of the American 
Philosophical Society on May 4, 1952, 
in Philadelphia. The Society—which is 
not an organization of philosophers, but 
primarily of scientists—devoted an after- 
noon session to the topic of ‘“Unortho- 
doxy in Science.” No reprints of the ad- 
dresses are available, but an account of 
the meetings by John J. O'Neill, Science 
Editor of the New York Herald Tribune 
(of May 4) reads in part as follows: 
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“The stage was set for discussion by 
presenting attacks by three scientists on 
three new developments in the field of 
science—Dr. Joseph B. Rhine’s researches 
in extrasensory perception, Kenneth Rob- 
erts’ investigations into dowsing, and 
Dr. Immanuel Velikovsky’s researches 
into catastrophes that have been ex- 
perienced by the human race in the his- 
toric past. 

“In none of the three cases was the 
principal contribution of the unorthodox 
scientists presented or discussed. In each 
case some minor point of disagreement 
was discussed and made the basis of total 
condemnation of the entire work. In 
none of the three cases was the scientist 
whose work was condemned invited to be 
present to defend his research.” 

The unorthodox scientist fared better 
with another of the speakers, Dr. I. Ber- 
nard Cohen, professor of general educa- 
tion and the history of science at Har- 
vard, who discussed the historical back- 
ground of scientific nonconformity. “It 
is true,” he said, ‘that science thrives on 
the replacement of current theories by 
new ones, but the history of science shows 
that most of the great revolutionary 
scientific theories, hypotheses, and even 
announcements of new effects have met 
with hostility on the part of those who 
preferred to cling to existing modes of 
thought. 

“I do not know of any scientist who 
was not antagonistic to, or who wel- 
comed, a change that wholly replaced and 
rendered useless his own work. It would 
thus be a perversion of the facts to say 
that all scientists welcome all changes. 

“Science welcomes change only when 
the evidence is overwhelming. This 
phenomenon appears to be part of a more 
general trait of the human species, name- 
ly an inertia of the mind, or a resistance 
to change. 

“There exists in science a general re- 
sistance to changes in fundamental con- 
cepts and theories and this constitutes a 
kind of scientific orthodoxy. The degree 
of violence with which a new idea is re- 
jected by scientific orthodoxy may prove 
to be an index of its importance.” 


Parapsychology Abroad 

The Progressive League, an English 
organization directed toward social and 
economic reconstruction, devoted a week- 
end conference (January 25 to 27) to 
“Psychical Research and Related Mat- 
ters.” The program and speakers were 
as follows: Kenneth Walker: “The Na- 
ture of Mind”; J. Cecil Maby: “Radies- 
thesia and Dowsing Relation to 
ESP”; C. C. L. Gregory: “Physical 
Phenomena—Fact or Fancy?”; R. W. 
Kosterlitz: “Psychosomatic Problems and 
Psychical Research”; Lawrence Hyde: 
“Toward an Organic Philosophy.” L. 
A. G. Strong was chairman. 


The Dutch Society for Psychical Re- 
search has published the results of a radio 
experiment in ESP, carried out for the 
purpose of finding good ESP subjects. 
The listeners to two broadcasts (June 14 
and June 28, 1951) were asked to identify 
a group of objects, playing cards, and 
drawings selected as targets. In one 
series these targets were being looked at 
by the experimenters (this is called gen- 
eral extrasensory perception) and in one 
they were not known to the experimenters 
(clairvoyance). The audience sent in a 
total of 9,375 card-guessing trials. ‘The 
GESP series gave scores which were ap- 
preciably higher than the clairvoyance, 
but all were well within the range of 
chance. The object and picture targets 
are reported as giving “some curious 
results” which could not easily be evalu- 
ated because of the difficulty in determin- 
ing what the chance probability is. 


The same difficulty applies to an exten- 
sive radio experiment in “telepathy” in- 
volving about six thousand subjects which 


was carried out earlier in Italy. The 
Societa Italiana Di Metapsichica has is- 
sued a report describing these weekly tests 
(January 8 to April 20, 1949) over the 
Red Network in Italy. The experiment 
involved the use of ESP cards, freehand 
drawings, pictures, objects, numbers, and 
dice as test material. 

The results of a more recent experiment 
reported by the same society are easier 
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to evaluate. In this case a group of 64 
subjects made 16,000 trials with ESP 
cards and scored an average of 5.40 
(where 5.00 is chance); a second group 
of 13 subjects made a total of 825 trials 
with an average of 6.97. Both results are 
highly significant. The report of this 
experiment appears in Nuovi Problemi 
Di Metapsychica, 1950. 


The current investigations in Europe 
include also a report of an experiment 
carried out in primary schools in Amster- 
dam, Holland. Mr. J. G. van Busschbach, 
fmspector of schools in Amsterdam, ar- 
ranged an experimental series in which 
673 pupils carried out a total of 20,190 
trials in which the subjects tried to iden- 
tify cards that were being looked at by 
an experimenter. Some of the cards were 
marked with a special set of symbols, 
some with the names of familiar objects, 
and some were colored. The tests gave 
scores which were statistically signifi- 
cant. The findings will be reported later 
in full in the Journal of Parapsychology. 


General News 


One of the most significant events for 
parapsychology in recent years is the fact 
that Dr. Gardner Murphy, in accepting 
the post of Director of Research at the 
Menninger Foundation, Topeka. Kansas, 
has arranged that a part of his research 
shall be in parapsychology. Dr. Murphy 
is at present Chairman of the Department 
of Psychology at City College, New York. 
He will assume his new post on Sept. 1. 


The Society for Psychical Research in 
London has announced the election of Dr. 


Gilbert Murray as the Society’s new presi- 


dent. Dr. Murray, who served a term as 
S.P.R. president in 1915, is a renowned 
Greek Scholar known to parapsychologists 
for his early work in telepathy. The topic 
of his Presidential Address on May 21 of 
this vear was “Where to Stop, and How ?” 


The Eleventh Myers Memorial Lecture 
was delivered by Dr. R. H. Thouless at a 


general meeting of the Society for Psy- 
chical Research in London on June 4. 
The title was “Psychical Research: Past 
and Present.” 


Dr. and Mrs. John Bjorkhem of Stock- 
holm have completed a two months’ visit 
to the Parapsychology Laboratory. Dr. 
Bjorkhem holds advanced degrees in the- 
ology, psychology, and medicine and has 
for many years been working in parapsy- 
chology and hypnosis. An account of this 
work will appear in the next BULLETIN. 


Miss Laurel Ellen Glass of Fresno, 
California, has joined the staff of the 
Parapsychology Laboratory at Duke Uni- 
versity as Research Assistant. Her re- 
search is supported by a grant from the 
Foundation Farthest Out, Dr. Glenn 
Clark President. 


Books and Magazines 


Willard L. Russell’s book, Peace and 
Power Within, A Guide to Effective Liv- 
ing, (Foundation Publishers, Houston, 
Texas) contains a brief but straightfor- 
ward review of the work in extrasensory 
perception and considers this evidence 
in the refutation of a materialistic view. 


Scientists are more and more willing to 
consider the possibility that parapsychol- 
ogy may have a place of importance in 
the expanding concept of man and nature. 
Main Currents (Vol. 8, No. 4) has 
printed brief remarks on this topic by 
two distinguished scientists: Dr. Henry 
Margenau, Yale professor of physics and 
natural philosophy, and Dr. Edmund W. 
Sinnott, botanist, who is Dean of the 
Graduate School and Director of the 
Sheffield Scientific School at Yale. The 
remarks appeared, along with those of 
other scientists, in a résumé of the 
major integrative concepts presented in 
a course of lectures sponsored at New 
York University by the Foundation for 
Integrated Education. 
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